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UM BUREAU: LUM BER PRIC ES LOW , PR O D U CTIO N H IG H ER
MISSOULA—
Despite persistently low lumber prices, M ontana’s lumber production in the first
quarter of 2003 was well above production in the fourth quarter of 2002, and slightly higher
than first quarter 2002, according to researchers with The University of Montana’s Bureau of
Business and Economic Research.
Charles Keegan, the bureau’s director of forest industry research, said several mills
sharply curtailed production during November and December of 2002, hoping for higher prices
in 2003. Mill managers indicated that the higher production in 2003 came about for a number
of reasons, including decreased losses while operating vs. being closed, the need to generate
cash to service debt and retention of skilled workers.
Keegan said that overall production employment in Montana’s wood products industry
during the first quarter of 2003 declined by nearly 300 workers because of the December
closure of the Stimson plywood plant in Libby.
Montana’s first quarter 2003 forest industry employment was 3,827 workers vs. 4,122
workers in the fourth quarter of 2002. Wages were just shy of $33 million in the first quarter
of 2003, down $304,000 from the previous quarter. Lumber production increased nearly 15
percent, or 39 million board feet, from fourth quarter 2002 to 295 million board feet.
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Lumber prices remain very low due primarily to a weak global market, Keegan said. In
Montana, the Louisiana Pacific Sawmill in Belgrade recently announced it would close.
Without an unexpected dramatic improvement in overseas markets, the state’s mills could have
additional curtailments or closures in 2003, he said.
These figures refer only to Montana production workers at timber processing facilities
and plants processing wood fiber residue from timber processing facilities. Production workers
account for about 40 percent of the workers in Montana’s forest products industry. Estimates
do not include the several thousand workers in logging, trucking and other related jobs.
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